better thought of as a value-based perspective. This conclusion is important with respect to our expectations of social work students and practitioners in setting outcome goals and objectives. This determination is also important because, if we, as a profession, continue to promote a valued-professional goal as if it were a hard scientifically-measurable concept by which we can hold individuals and organizations accountable, and do not acknowledge the malleable nature of the concept, then we continue to allow the profession to be vulnerable to criticism of conservative and libertarian views.
CULTURAL COMPETENCE
There are several iterations of cultural competence as described by different authors with each striving to describe the concept, such as: Ethnic Competence (Gallegos, 1982; Green,1995) , Cultural Awareness (Winkleman, 2005) , with the majority of authors eventually converging on the term "Cultural Competence" (Cross, Bazron, Dennis, & Issacs, 1989; Lum, 2005; Weaver, 2005) .
Additional areas of contribution to the body of knowledge on the subject come from other professional literature in helping fields such as psychology, education, and the medical field (Bigby 2003; Purnell & Paulanka, 2003) . Most recent contributions call for progressing beyond cultural competence into "transnational competence" (Koehn & Swick, 2006) . The tremendous volume of literature alluded to earlier on the topic of cultural competence illustrates the importance of the concept as a tool for effective communication, intervention, and outcomes in the multicultural environment pervasive in the helping professions. (Klienman & Benson, 2006; Williams, 2006) . Table 1 contrasts efforts to conceptualize cultural competence in social work and health care. One can see immediately an eclectic array of theories and constructs used to formulate the various conceptualizations of cultural competence. In education literature addressing cultural competence, one would see terms such as multi-culturalism, diversity, poverty, and social justice (Inside Higher Education, 2006) .
SOCIAL WORK ACCREDITATION STANDARDS
Supporting the promotion of cultural competence in social work practice, the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) requires all accredited programs to incorporate standards regarding diversity, populations at risk, and social justice (CSWE, 2006 , Fifth Ed., Education Policies, Standards 4.1 and 4.2) which seem to have encouraged many, if not most, schools of social work to incorporate the term "cultural competence" in their mission statements if not in their learning objectives. The NASW, which sets the standards of practice, incorporates similar practice objectives in its code of ethics and offers an operational definition of cultural competence. Cultural competence is a set of congruent behaviors, attitudes, and policies that come together in a system or agency or among professionals and enables the system, agency, or professionals to work effectively in cross-cultural situations.
Operationally defined, cultural competence is the integration and transformation of knowledge about individuals and groups of people into specific standards, policies, practices, and attitudes used in appropriate cultural settings to increase the quality of services, thereby producing better outcomes (Davis & Donald, 1997) . Competence in cross-cultural functioning means learning new patterns of behavior and effectively applying them in appropriate settings.
Gallegos (1982) provided one of the first conceptualizations of ethnic competence as "a set of procedures and activities to be used in acquiring culturally-relevant insights into the problems of minority clients and the means of applying such insights to the development of intervention strategies that are culturally appropriate for these clients." (p. 4). This kind of sophisticated cultural competence does not come naturally to any social worker and requires a high level of professionalism and knowledge.
There are five essential elements that contribute to a system's ability to become more culturally competent. The system should (1) value diversity, (2) have the capacity for cultural self-assessment, (3) be conscious of the dynamics inherent when cultures interact, (4) institutionalize cultural knowledge, and (5) develop programs and services that reflect an understanding of diversity between and within cultures. These five elements must be manifested at every level of the service-delivery system. They should be reflected in attitudes, structures, policies, and services.
CULTURAL COMPETENCE AS FOUNDATION THEORY IN HUMAN BEHAVIOR AND THE SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT (HBSE)
Theoretical content most germane to social work is found in HBSE courses. The CSWE stipulates the following standard of educational policy with regard to HBSE:
Human Behavior and the Social Environment
Social work education programs provide content on the reciprocal relationships between human behavior and social environments. Content includes empiricallybased theories and knowledge that focus on the interactions between and among individuals, groups, societies, and economic systems. It includes: 1) theories and knowledge of biological, sociological, cultural, psychological, and spiritual development across the life span; 2) the range of social systems in which people live (individual, family, group, organizational, and community; 3) and the ways social systems promote or deter people in maintaining or achieving health and well-being.
In a review of five popular HBSE text books, the authors found that Elizabeth D. Hutchinson [Dimensions of human behavior: Person and environment (1999) ] includes a short discussion on theory in general and how it relates to study and research. She also includes a chapter on "theoretical perspectives on human behavior" in which she describes different theoretical approaches used in social work settings, utilizing case studies throughout the book to elucidate how each of the approaches may be used in various HBSE situations. D. Lum and D.W. Sue & D. Sue are leading authors in cultural competency literature that are referenced in the Works Cited section of the Hutchinson text and, although the importance of appreciating different cultural needs is stressed, the term "cultural competence" is not used.
In the HBSE text book by José B. Ashford, Craig Winston LeCroy, and Kathy L. Lortie, Human behavior in the social environment: A multidimensional perspective (2006) , in chapter one of the text, "A multidimensional framework," the authors include a section that discusses "cultural competence, globalization, and our diverse society." This is a short section that briefly addresses the significance of cultural competence and cultural diversity as related to the globalization of cultures but does not include any references to any particular authors on the topic. The text includes sections titled "Multicultural and gender considerations" within each of the chapters concerned with various stages of child development, family considerations, and community systems, but these are more application-oriented rather than theoretical.
The text by John F. Longres, Human behavior in the social environment (2000), introduces and briefly describes the term "cultural competence" in the first chapter of the text during discussion of social theories, and, herein, the author references James W. Green's work titled Cultural awareness in the human services: A multiethnic approach (1982) . As with the other HBSE texts noted above, this text includes multicultural considerations as applicable to each topic of discussion or case study throughout the work but presents little exploration of cultural competence as a theory.
Another popular HBSE is the text by Charles H. Zastrow and Karen K. KirstAshman [Understanding human behavior in the social environment (2004) ] which is the most in depth of the HBSE texts reviewed as far as the discussion of cultural competence is concerned, but even this consisted of only two and a half pages of information on culturally-competent practice. Cultural competence is defined in the text as the need to follow the "ten standards for cultural competence in social work practice" as defined by NASW (2001) . The work then moves on to discuss application of the concept. As with the other texts, this one appears to be intended to be used in a survey course and provides a generalized overview of HBSE concepts as a foundation for further study but does not delve into any specific topic in depth.
And, finally, the most recent textbook in the field surveyed by the authors is Anissa Taun Rogers' Human behavior in the social environment (2006) . Although the term "culturally competent" does not appear in either the table of contents or the index, the text uses it in a table (Table 4 .1) displaying various theories that are useful in social work practice. Even though the term is not specifically defined in the table, it indicates that the "theory of culturalism" helps social workers to be more culturally competent in practice. The text includes a section concerning cultural perspectives and social work and begins by defining terms such as multiculturalism and cultural pluralism.
THEORY
A central question that these education and practice mandates raise is how to assess the degree to which cultural competence has been met. When considering measurability or the accountability of organizations or individuals, a place to begin is to determine the theoretical nature of cultural competence (Kleinman and Benson, 2006; William, 2006) . Is cultural competence theory or not? Whether it is or not has significance for measurability and accountability. To qualify as a theory, certain criteria must be met (see Table 2 ). A theory can be tested. One is able to empirically observe the phenomenon in question. The observation is replicable and the outcome reliable. If it does not meet standard criteria for a theory, then it should be considered to be a perspective. Meeting the criteria of a perspective allows for measurements of various components or aspects of the perspective. Epistemology is the study of knowing, and epistemologies are ways of knowing. Research based upon the scientific method is one approach to knowing. In social science, the scientific method remains the dominant approach to knowing or knowledge development. The recent debate between positivist and post-modernists notwithstanding, the building blocks of knowledge within the social sciences utilizing scientific method remain to be theories, constructs, models, paradigms and perspectives. A theory is the primary tool in the knowledge-building process. Theories are supposed to be testable, measurable, and constructed of logically-linked concepts and principles. Or, in Babbie's own words, "The credibility of a theory will depend on the extent to which: (1) our observations empirically support it, and (2) its components are systematically organized in a logical fashion that helps us better understand the world," (Babbie & Rubin, 2005, p. 
46.) DISCUSSION
When considering the concept against the criteria for a theory, cultural competence does not meet the criteria for a stand-alone theory. It seems rather to be a perspective based upon a number of supportive social theories (such as socialization, theories of power, and theories about diversity) and values (such as equity and social justice). That it lacks the rigor of true theory need not diminish the value of the concept as a guide for social work education and practice. As a perspective, cultural competence can be viewed as a social construct that takes into account such factors as culture, politics, and history to help form a professional judgment. The inclusion of the variable of culture into the practice and education process is both a simple matter and a complex undertaking. It is, nonetheless, the basic element of cultural competence.
SYSTEMS THEORY
Cultural competence seems to have developed conceptually much like systems theory. Systems theory was introduced in 1927 by Ludvick Von Bertalanffy in his search for a unifying theory for the science of biology (VonBertalanffy, 1975.) When Gordon Hearn applied systems theory to social work, he pointed out that it was less a theory than a perspective and should be appreciated as such (Hearn, 1958 .) Accordingly:
Life process is neither determined nor random. Prior life processes shape the probability of future events . . . . Prior life process shapes the probable range of future patterns of interaction. Stochastic process refers to the flow of human interactions subject to continual change, within a range of probability of future process (Hearn, 1976, p. 15-16.) . Similarly, the cross-cultural and pluralistic perspective in social work, referred to over 30 years ago, implies a conscious effort to break loose from the tendency to see social work practice exclusively in terms of one culture, class, or nation. It is in part an ongoing process of adding new dimensions and testing of values, assumptions, knowledge and skills. It is a freeing from the limited culture-bound view of man and society (Sanders, 1974, p. 47.) .
The usefulness of systems "theory" in social work cannot be denied. It can be seen as the forerunner of such contemporary social work models as strength-based perspectives or ecological perspectives.
Similarly, cultural competence may best be thought of as a social construct composed of a number of concepts and principles, some of which might qualify as theories and others not (see Table 3 ). An example of contributing concepts is empowerment which for most authors seems to be a cornerstone of cultural competence. Empowerment was initially introduced to the cultural competence discussion by Barbara Solomon in 1978, and, more recently, it has been refined as a cultural competence concept in the writings of Lorraine Guttierez (Gutierrez, Zuniga, & Lum, 2005) . As a whole then, cultural competence best fits the definition of a perspective, i.e., a way of looking at things. Table 3 . Components of a social perspective for culture/economy/political systems. Farley (2005) , also see Gordon Hearn, Systems Theory (1969) Sociological Perspective: A way of looking at a question or problem. A perspective has three components:
Cultural Competence as a Perspective
1. An approach to a topic that helps to determine the kinds of questions that are asked about the topic.
Cultural competence as an approach to social work helps the profession to ask critical questions at the individual and environmental levels. 2. A theory or set of theories describing what is/are believed to be the realities of the topic.
While not a theory in and of itself, cultural competence contains within its conceptualization a number of theories. 3. Stated or unstated values concerning potentially-controversial issues related to the topic Values of diversity and social justice are evident in any conceptualization of cultural competence.
CONSEQUENCES
The lack of intellectual consistency by which the concept of cultural competence has been presented leaves it open to criticism as a political ideology as is occurring with a number of critics [Lee & Farrell, 2006; McElroy (ND) (Wasley, 2006 ) describing a movement supported by the National Association of Scholars and the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) to question the accreditation standards in social work and in education that required curriculum which promoted social justice and diversity (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2006; Powers, 2006) . The concerns were that these terms were being used to press a (liberal) political ideology on students of social work and education. The group of critics went so far as to threaten a law suit based upon the denial of civil rights of a student. An article in the October 2006 the Chronicle reported that the National Association of Teacher Education had withdrawn the "offensive language" referring to social justice from its accreditation requirements (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2006) . This backlash against cultural competence and the multiculturalism it represents is being seen globally as in anti-immigrant protests throughout Europe. A cultural-competence perspective would appreciate in these cases that cultural competence may be different within societies just as the elements of democracy may be different in the mid-East or in the rules of the free market different in China.
The failure of cultural competence to meet the standards/criteria of theory, notwithstanding, means students, practitioners, organizations, and institutions still should be held accountable for being culturally sensitive and to promote diversity and social justice. If cultural competence calls for the inclusion of the variable of culture into the social work process, then it is fundamental to effective practice.
Not to dilute the attention needed to address racism and discrimination but recognizing the universal value of cultural competence for social work would move our practice expectations from a specialized application of social work to a normative one. Consider, for example, a study by Boyle and Springer (2001) in which four measures of cultural competency in the social work profession are analyzed and are found to measure global constructs that may not be applicable to specific cultures. And, as we can assess good social work, so can we assess cultural competence through models of evidencedbased practice and client outcomes. Perhaps it is time for a new term that would incorporate the perspectives of cultural competence and good social work (Koehn & Swick, 2006) . Civic/civil competence might achieve such a conceptual task. The notion of civic competence infers a move beyond a focus upon the variable of culture only and beyond the implicit emphasis on ethnicity or race (Klienman & Benson, 2006; Williams 2006 ).
Moving our attention from cultural competence to civic competence would place cultural competence within the realm of the assessment of concepts and principles of good social work such as are already applied to practice activities like trust building, therapeutic relationships, clinical observations, and assessment skills. On a macro scale, civic competence should represent a standard of assessment and analysis similar to that applied to issues of social justice. It is a value framework that incorporates culture in our critical analyses of power differentials present, for example, in gender and racial disparities as are found in poverty, discrimination, and oppressions. Acknowledging cultural competence as a value-based way of looking at things would disarm critics who hold the concept to the light of empirical analysis. Viewing cultural competence as a perspective and not a theory would also help practitioners to focus upon the specific variables of culture much as social workers focus upon the variables of psychology within an environmental context. This broader conceptualization recognizes the lack of conceptual specificity in definitions of cultural competence and the resulting difficulty to lend itself to outcome assessments. This vagueness of the concept also exposes the concept of cultural competence to intellectual and political criticism. In response to these concerns, the authors suggest that cultural competence may be considered to be simply good social work and, as such, can be assessed using the same tools used for good evidence-based practice. Such a practice would allow advances necessary to develop globally-applicable models of social work intervention.
